It is a well established fact that Information Communication
INTRODUCTION
INFORMATION AND Communication Technologies (ICTs) are a diverse set of technological tools and resources to create, disseminate, store, bring value addition and manage information. The basic components of ICT sector include telecommunications, television and radio broadcasting, computer hardware, software and services and electronic media, the Internet and mobile telephony. ICTs offer a tremendous scope for rapid economic growth in terms of IT and IT-enabled services, particularly in globally interconnected world. The IT sector not only provides direct and indirect employment, but also acts as a catalyst in improving the economic conditions of the rural poor, especially women through varied networks such as self-help groups. They are well networked in sectors like microfinance, micro-enterprises, agriculture and land development, dairy and manufacture of handlooms. 1 Empowerment of women in the context of knowledge societies calls for building up the abilities and skills of women to gain insight into the issues affecting them and also providing space to voice their demands.
2 It entails developing the capacities of women to overcome social and institutional barriers and strengthening their participation in the economic and political processes so as to produce an overall improvement in their quality of life. Knowledge networking catalyses the process of women's empowerment by opening up avenues for women to freely articulate and share their experiences, concerns and knowledge, creating the possibility of their further enrichment. By the use of ICT women can broaden the scope of their activities and address issues which were hitherto beyond their imagination. There is a growing body of evidence on the use of ICT to empower women. For example, the African Women's Network of the Association for Progressive Communications (APC) has conducted training workshops to support electronic networking among women's groups. The Multimedia Caravan project in Senegal provided rural women with the opportunity to develop their own ideas on how ICT can be used to meet their development needs and goals. In Kenya, women and men weavers were trained in using the internet to learn new weaving techniques and access more realistic prices for their products. In Uganda, the Uganda Media Women's Association established a radio programme -Mama FM -where women can actively participate and learn about development issues such as, among others, human rights, children, governance, nutrition, health. The UNDP telecenter projects in various countries, especially Asian, African and Latin American nations apply ICTs to agriculture and farm management to support women farmers, who identified lack of information and networking as the major obstacles to their becoming successful entrepreneurs in a new market economy.
3 There are many international conventions that ratified charters calling upon member nations to incorporate policies for gender justice and women empowerment. The Mexico Plan of Action (1975) , the Nairobi Forward Looking Strategies (1985) , the Beijing Declaration as well as the Platform for Action (1995) and the Outcome Document adopted by the UNGA Session on Gender Equality and Development and Peace for the 21 st Century, titled "Further actions and initiatives to implement the Beijing Declaration and the Platform for Action" have been unreservedly endorsed by members for follow up action.
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The Indian Scenario
The principle of gender equality is enshrined in the Indian Constitution in its Preamble, Fundamental Rights, Fundamental Duties and Directive Principles. 5 The Constitution not only grants equality to women, but also empowers the State to adopt measures of positive discrimination in favour of women. Within the framework of a democratic polity, our laws, development policies, plans and programmes have aimed at women's advancement in different spheres. From the Fifth Five Year Plan onwards there has been a marked shift in the approach to women's issues from welfare to development. In recent years, the empowerment of women has been recognized as the central issue in determining the status of women. The National Commission for Women was set up by an Act of Parliament in 1990 to safeguard the rights and legal entitlements of women.
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The 73 rd and 74 th Amendments to the Constitution provided for reservation of seats in the local bodies of Panchayats and Municipalities for women, laying a strong foundation for their participation in the decision making process at the local levels.
7 India has also ratified various international conventions and human rights instruments committing to secure equal rights of women. Key among them is the ratification of the Convention on Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 1993. 8 The women's movement and a widespread network of non-government organisations (NGO's) which have strong grassroots presence and deep insight into women's concerns have contributed in inspiring initiatives for 4 Gandhi, Kishore, "India Beyond 60", Allied Publishers, p.261, 2011. 5 Misra, Surendra Nath (ed), "Indian Economy and Socio-economic Transformation: Emerging Issues and Problems", Deep & Deep Publications, p.108, 2004. 6 Singh, Raj Kumar, "Contemporary India with Controversial Neighbours", Gyan Publishing House, p.68, 2011. 7 Prem R Bharadwaj, "Gender Discrimination: The Politics of Women Empowerment", Anamika Publishers, New Delhi, p.61-67, 2005. 8 Ibid, p.68 the empowerment of women. 9 However, there still exists a wide gap between the goals enunciated in the Constitution, legislation, policies, plans, programmes, and related mechanisms on the one hand and the situational reality of the status of women in India, on the other. This has been analysed extensively in the Report of the Committee on the Status of Women in India, "Towards Equality", 1974 and highlighted in the National Perspective Plan for Women, 1988 -2000 , the Shramshakti Report, 1988 and the Platform for Action, Five Years After-An assessment". Gender disparity manifests itself in various forms, the most obvious being the trend of continuously declining female ratio in the population in the last few decades. Social stereotyping and violence at the domestic and societal levels are some of the other issues. Discrimination against girl children, adolescent girls and women persists in some parts of the country.
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The basic issue of gender inequality is related to social and economic structure, which is based on informal and formal norms, and practices. Consequently, the access of women particularly those belonging to weaker sections including Scheduled Castes/Scheduled Tribes/Other Backward Classes and Minorities, majority of whom are in the rural areas and in the informal, unorganised sector -to education, health and productive resources, among others, is inadequate. Therefore, they remain largely marginalised, poor and socially excluded. India's poor performance on women's empowerment and gender equality is reflected in many indicators. In many parts of the country, sex ratio has dropped to fewer than 850 females per 1000 males. India is ranked 132 out of 148 countries on Gender Inequality Index as per the 2013 Global Human Development Report.
11
As the grim situation dawned upon the policy-makers over the years, many initiatives were taken to address the concerns of women, particularly in the rural areas. Many schemes were started for their socio-economic development. Credit for consumption has been the hallmark of many projects that include micro-finance. The National Mission for Empowerment of Women (NMEW) was launched by the Government of India (GoI) on International Women's Day in 2010 12 with the aim to strengthen overall processes that promote all-round development of women. It has the mandate to strengthen the inter-sector convergence; facilitate the 9 Lalneihzovi (ed), "Women's Development in India-Problems and Prospects", Mittal Publications, p.48, 2007. 10 Chakrapani, C and Vijay Kumar, S (ed), "Changing Status and Role of Women in Indian Society", MD Publications, p.320, 1994. 11 UNDP Report on Women's Empowerment and Inclusion, 2013 (www.in.undp.org process of coordinating all the women's welfare and socio-economic development programmes across ministries and departments. The Mission aims to provide a single window service for all programmes run by the government for women under aegis of various Central Ministries.
In light with its mandate, the mission has been named Mission Poorna Shakti, implying a vision for holistic empowerment of women. The National Resource Centre for Women has been set up which functions as a national convergence centre for all schemes and programmes for women. 13 It acts as a central repository of knowledge, information, research and data on all gender related issues and is the main body servicing the National and State Mission Authority.
Empowerment as a Concept
Empowerment can be viewed as means of creating a social environment in which one can make decisions and make choices either individually or collectively for social transformation. It strengthens the innate ability by way of acquiring knowledge, power and experience.
14 Empowerment is the process of enabling or authorizing individual to think, take action and control work in an autonomous way. It is the process by which one can gain control over one's destiny and the circumstances of one's life. Empowerment includes control over resources (physical, human, intellectual and financial) and over ideology (beliefs, values and attitudes).
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It is not merely a feel of greater extrinsic control, but also grows intrinsic capacity, greater self-confidence and an internal transformation of consciousness that enables one to overcome external barriers to access resources or for changing traditional ideology.
As per the United National Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), the term women empowerment means:
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• Acquiring knowledge and understanding of gender relations and the ways in which these relations may be changed.
• Developing a sense of self-worth, a belief in one's ability to secure desired changes and the right to control their life.
• Gaining the ability to generate choices to exercise bargaining power.
• Developing the ability to organise and influence the direction of 13 Ibid. social change, to create a more just social and economic order, nationally and internationally.
Thus, empowerment means a psychological sense of personal control or influence and a concern with actual social influence, political power and legal rights. It is a multi-level construct referring to individuals and community. It is an ongoing process centreed in the local community, involving mutual respect, critical reflection, and participation, through which people lacking an equal share of valued resources gain greater access to the control over these resources.There are many ways in which women can be empowered. Education as means of empowerment of women can bring about a positive attitudinal change. It is therefore, crucial for the socio-economic and political progress of India 17 . The Constitution of India empowers the state to adopt affirmative measures for prompting ways and means to empower women. Education significantly makes difference in the lives of women. Education increases the economic, social and political opportunities available to women. It leads to direct economic benefits in the form of higher lifetime earnings for women. Investments in female education start a virtuous cycle that leads to improved levels of income, growth and gender equality. Access to health and employment, participation in the political process and decision making right from the grassroots level are the other arenas where empowerment is to be achieved.
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Information Communication Technologies and Women Empowerment
Access to ICTs is crucial if they are to be a means for women's economic empowerment. There is a need to work towards universal access. It is important not only to establish physical facilities, such as communication networks or computers, but to ensure that these facilities are utilised by their users to the greatest possible extent. Women's access to and use of ICT is constrained not only by technological infrastructure, but also by socially constructed gender roles and relations. The capability of women to effectively use information obtained through ICT is dependent on key social factors like literacy, geographic location, mobility and social class. mobile telephones illustrates how technology can be used to benefit women's lives, by saving travelling time between the market and suppliers and by allowing women to call for product prices. However, use of ICT will be limited in impact wherever women have limited or no access to roads or transport, credit and other development inputs. ICTs require that users have some skills and one should not assume that providing the facilities means that everyone in the community will immediately embrace the technology. 20 Now the author takes a look at the three case studies that have been selected for this article.
Kudumbashree in Kerala
An interventionist ICT initiative on a moderate scale undertaken by Kudumbashree to empower poor women has been studied extensively by sociologists, administrators and policy-makers for possible replication in other parts of the country. Kudumbashree is an innovative woman-based participatory programme launched by the Government of Kerala with the active support of National Bank of Agriculture and Rural Development (NABARD) for the eradication of poverty through concerted community action. Based on a set of nine criteria Kudumbashree identifies the poor women. It gives prime importance for the economic empowerment of the indigent masses, especially the poor women of Kerala. This project that started on April 1, 1999, includes three components-micro credit, entrepreneurship and empowerment.
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All Kudumbashree enterprises are bank linked and a minimum of 50 per cent of the project cost has to be through bank loans. The subsidy component is limited to 50 per cent of the total project cost and the entrepreneurs' share is to the tune of five per cent of the total project cost. The emphasis in the Kudumbashree enterprise programme was to encourage innovative business ideas rather than on the "tried and tested" ones. 22 The enterprises are networked through the Akshaya (common service centres) and gives latest information on the availability of loans and market prices. Kudumbashree ICT enterprises are scattered across the entire state. From the list of units obtained from the Kudumbashree office, it is seen that there are in all 236 units spread over the 14 districts of Kerala. Based on their activities these units can be divided into three categories: (i) Data processing (80 units), (ii) IT @ School units (151 units), and (iii) Hardware units (5 units). On an average each Kudumbashree unit was started bringing together 10 women. In some units for various reasons some members dropped out while in others this did not happen. On an average, dropouts were around three. Today the average strength of the unit members is seven. The unit strength is not confined to the members of the Kudumbashree unit. Other women were employed as and when required. Depending on the workload it ranged from 40 in one unit to a minimum of four in another. The average wage, which is Rs.1655, is higher than the minimum required to keep oneself above the poverty line. Hence, as a poverty alleviation measure, the new IT venture for poor women is highly promising and holds a lot of potential.
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Members of the ICT units demonstrate high quality leadership and unity. Their social and economic cohesion was an enabling factor. The units have emphasised quality improvement through better use of technology, upgrading skills, good business network with local companies, influential individuals and consultants. Another factor which helped these enterprises was locational advantage. Such units also happened to be located in places where there was scope for getting work orders from sources other than Kudumbashree. The units also developed business strategies for expanding customer base.
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The most important and positive factor favouring women's entry into IT industry was the support from Kudumbashree in the form of financial, technical and managerial help. The major help came in the form of training both in hardware and software. Initially, most of the women were trained to prepare them for setting up Kudumbashree unit. The four main agencies of training were from Kudumbashree, Community Development Society and local bodies and other private institutions. Later, they were given performance improvement training. Capacity building from externalities arose from increase in social contacts, in particular government officials, and knowledge gathering through the use of Internet. The one major hurdle is that most of the women trained under Kudumbashree programme lack communication skills in English. This has been overcome by having the content of the website in Malayalam.
From the evidence available it can be concluded that the ICT initiative under the umbrella of Kudumbashree has a vast potential as a tool for empowering the poor women. Both social and economic barriers could be effectively overcome through this innovative programme. This programme 24 Mohanan Pillai & Shanta, "ICT and Employment Promotion Among Poor Women: How Can We Make It Happen? Some Reflections on Kerala's Experience", Working Paper, pp.22-25, 2008. 25 Ibid, p.32.
has made a dent in the IT divide and marks the beginning of opening up the opportunities of the ICT sector to the poor and socially backward women.
UNESCO's Nabanna Experiment in West Bengal
'Nabanna' is an autumn rice harvest festival in West Bengal, an important ritual in an area where rice is the main crop. The name was chosen for this local ICT initiative because the festival is seen to be of particular significance to rural women -the target group for this project. Nabanna in this context refers to the harvesting of knowledge rather than of rice. Nabanna is being implemented by a local NGO called "Change Initiatives in the Baduria Municipality of West Bengal.
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Nabanna came into operation in early 2003 with the support of UNESCO. It is being undertaken in phases encompassing ICT training, information use and information sharing. The aim is to have a web-based information system among poor rural women, governments, private sector and research institutes. The network covers six regions in Baduria Block and Baduria Municipality: Jagannathpur, Taragunia, Arbelia, Baduria and Rudrapur. Located around 65 kilometres from Kolkata, the regions possess separate ethno-cultural identities. The Change Initiatives Research Team believed this will provide a 'fertile' basis of information sharing.
Work around Nabanna is centred around two ICT centres. One centre is located in Jagannathpur and the other is located in Arbelia. The Jagannathpur ICT centre has three desktops, three dot-matrix printers and a telephone. The Arbelia centre has three desktops and three dot-matrix printers. Laptops and Pocket PCs are extensively used, as these allow Nabanna to reach out to the poor women who cannot afford to visit the ICT centres.
The browser for the project is eNRICH, software developed jointly by the Government of India's National Informatics Centre and UNESCO. Operating in local language (Bangla), eNRICH is a web-based solution for community knowledge management adapted to the needs and circumstances of the poor. Content work relates to health, livelihood and education. The Change Initiatives team has developed a evolving and dynamic approach to content creation by researching context of information use and incorporating observations in subsequent content creation work.
The project's first phase, for a year, focused on computer training and in an extensive needs assessment survey. The ongoing second phase revolves around building communication models that will allow even the uneducated access to ICT contents. In the first phase about 45 poor women learned knowledge management basics. They learnt applications like MS-Paint and MS-Office. The poor women were taught computers for free; in return they undertook a voluntary service within the community. They organised groups of uneducated, poor women, which formed the basis of Change Initiatives' participatory information networking (PIN) model. These groups were called information groups, and the model allowed these uneducated women access to ICT contents. 27 In the second phase, Nabanna learning modules led to entitlements for the members. The launch of the anaemia module to test the PIN model revealed ignorance about the disease. From the module, Nabanna members not only learned about the disease, they also got to know that the local government offers a free iron pill. Many of the Nabanna beneficiaries then approached the local government to get the pill.
Nabanna provides a neat example of how ICTs can be used to improve information and communication flows amongst poor women in West Bengal. They have engaged in three months 'immersion' work, using a range of methods, to identify women to take part in the project and to begin to understand the local communicative ecology and information needs of the area. One interesting method that they have used is diary keeping by the 44 women central to the network. It has become an important way for deepening the project's understanding of local lives and at the same time is providing them with interesting and highly relevant content for their portal.
Nabanna has moved into the second stage of ethnographic action research -as the communication centres are being set up and the women are being trained in computing and the Internet, they are planning targeted research to explore in more depth some of the themes that have emerged during the first three months. Their wider research is mapping out the situations of local women, their localities, neighbourhoods, educational, health, political and communication infrastructures within which they work -and the formal and informal social communication networks that already exist.
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Indira Kranthi Patham in Andhra Pradesh
Indira Kranthi Patham (IKP) is a statewide poverty reduction project to enable the rural poor to improve their livelihoods and quality of life through their own organisations. It aims to cover all the rural poor households in the state with a special focus on the 30 lakh poorest of the poor households. It is implemented by Society for Elimination of Rural Poverty (SERP), Department of Rural Development, Government of Andhra Pradesh. SERP is an autonomous society registered under the Societies 27 www.portal.unesco.org Act, and implements the project through District Rural Development Agencies (DRDAs) at the District level. The Chief Minister of Andhra Pradesh is the Chairperson of the Society. IKP builds on more than a decade long, statewide rural women's self-help movement. The focus is on deepening the process, providing an institutional structure and developing a framework for sustaining it for comprehensive poverty eradication. It is the single largest poverty reduction project in South Asia.
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It works with 4,76,930 Self-Help Groups (SHGs) federated into 28,080 Village Organisations (VOs) and 700 Mandal Samakhyas (MSs). The project mandate is to build strong institutions of the poor and enhance their livelihood opportunities so that the vulnerabilities of the poor are reduced. Community Investment Fund (CIF) is the major component of the project, which is provided to the SHGs/ VOs/ MSs to support wide range of activities for socio-economic empowerment of the poor.
Investments are made to improve access to education for girls and reduce the incidence of child labour. Livelihood opportunities are provided to the marginalised sections, including the physically challenged. The project aims at building the capacity of local governments to improve their functioning in the realm of sustainable development. IKP acts as a convergence point for various poverty alleviation programmes and projects at all levels in the state.
Funds for the Community Investment Fund come from the Swarnajayanti Gram Swarojgar Yojana scheme. Loans are given to improve livelihoods of the poor. Projects for income generation, setting up physical infrastructure, and social development are accorded top priority. The bulk of CIF budget is for income generation. This also generates employment for the poor. CIF acts as a catalyst for capital formation at all levels of the implementation of the programme. The nodal agency for implementing IKP is the Society for Eradication of Rural Poverty (SERP) which is an autonomous voluntary agency functioning within the ambit of the Rural Development Ministry in the State government.
Indira Kranthi Patham is also providing training to women in trade skills to enable them to get jobs in private sector and also other avocations in villages and towns. Jobs in the banking sector and under MNREGA are being provided through this programme. The programme has brought about significant changes in the socio-economic conditions of the rural poor and is well monitored through software designed by the Tata Consultancy Services which keeps a record of day-to-day activities of the SHGs that work on the platform of Indira Kranthi Patham. 
CONCLUSION
With access and cost being some of the greatest barriers for ICT use, it is of the utmost importance to engage women and gender advocates in the policy-making process and dialogue. Advocates must make an effort to familiarise themselves with the various aspects of ICT policy and understand the gender dimension of these aspects. It is important to engender ICT policy to ensure that women, particularly rural and poor women, benefit from ICT. And gender and ICT advocates are responsible to inform the ICT debate on gender issues and for ensuring that gender analysis becomes integral part of the policy process. The same is true with respect to ICT project analysis and design. If one is to address gender with ICT projects, gender must be considered from the start of project design. The potential of ICT as a technology for the micro-enterprises promoted by poor women is still unused in many countries. As a result of this, gender gap in the digital divide is increasing in many developed countries. It is imperative to ensure that women in developing countries understand the significance of ICT and use them for their economic and social empowerment.
